The Montgomery Bus Boycott
A Readers Theater script

Compiled, edited, and directed

by
Dr. Richard Emanuel

Adapted from a narrative
by Dr. Dorothy Autrey

Stage directions
by Michael Howley



*** The Montgomery City Code ***
Male: [Singing] Oh the

ALL: [Singing] driver of the bus says move on back, move on back, move
on back. The driver of the bus says move on back.

Parks: NO! (pause) No more!

Narrator 1 : It had happened countless times before. A black person
aboard a Montgomery, Alabama, city bus had been ordered by a white bus
driver to surrender his or her seat to a white passenger.

Narrator 2 : Montgomery City Code (Section 10 — Separation of races —
Required). Every person operating a bus line in the city shall provide equal
but separate accommodations for white people and Negroes on his buses, by
requiring the employees...to assign passengers seats on the vehicles under
their charge in such a manner as to separate the white people from the
Negroes.

Narrator 3 : The way it actually worked was this. The front four rows
were reserved for whites and remained empty even when there were not
enough white passengers to fill them.

Narrator 4 : The back section was for black passengers.

Narrator 3 : In between were some rows that were really part of the black
section, but served as an overflow area for white passengers.
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Narrator 4 : If the white section was full, black passengers in the middle
section had to vacate their seats — a whole row had to be vacated, even if
only one white passenger required a seat.

Narrator 1 : For the most part, blacks obeyed this order without visible
resistance.  To behave in any other manner meant probable arrest and
possible violence.

Narrator 2: However, resistance to this order was building and the idea of
a bus boycott was moving closer to a reality.

[Pause]

Narrator 3 : Before we go any further, we want to make sure you know
about two important groups that were already active in Montgomery at this
time — the N-double A-C-P and the W-P-C.

Narrator 1 : The National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People or N-double A-C-P was begun in 1909 to ensure the political,
educational, social and economic equality of rights of all persons and to
eliminate racial hatred and racial discrimination.

Narrator 4 : The Women’s Political Council or W-P-C was a Montgomery
civic group composed of black women professionals led by JoAnn
Robinson.

Narrator 2 : N-double A-C-P branch president, E. D. Nixon and the
W-P-C had previously contemplated a boycott and were looking for a court
case that might successfully challenge public transportation segregation
when 15-year-old Claudette Colvin was arrested.



*** The Almost Case of Claudette Colvin ***

Narrator 1 : On March 2", 1955, a handful of white people sought to
board a city bus as it chugged up Dexter Avenue to the Court Street stop.

Narrator 2 : The white bus driver looked back into the bus and saw that
there were not enough seats on the bus for the white people to sit down. In
the no-man’s-land section of the bus were seated a number of African-
Americans.

Narrator 3 : The driver pointed back and said,

Driver: Give me those seats.

Narrator 4 : One woman refused to move, even after police came and told
her that they were going to arrest her.

Narrator 3 : Her name was Claudette Colvin.
Narrator 1 : She was a high school student.

Narrator 2 : Police reports of the incident claimed that Colvin was
dragged “kicking and clawing” off the bus.

Narrator 1 : Colvin’s arrest seemed to arouse the Negro community and
there was talk of boycotting the buses in protest.

Narrator 3 : She was charged with violating the segregation law, assault,
and disorderly conduct. There was a good chance that she was going to go to
jail rather than finish high school. All of this for refusing to give up her seat
on the bus for a white person.



Narrator 4 : The judge in this case was very smart though. He didn’t
convict Colvin on the segregation charge, only the assault one. This meant
that there would not be a case that could go to the Supreme Court.

Narrator 3 : The judge knew that Colvin’s attorney would appeal a
segregation case, so he convicted her on a charge that would be difficult to
appeal.

Narrator 2 : He also sentenced Colvin with only a small fine.

Narrator 1: This was enough to prove she was wrong, but would make it
difficult for the African-American community to claim massive wrong.

Narrator 4 : E.D. Nixon decided not to pursue the case, largely because
Colvin’s assault-and-battery charge and her out-of-wedlock pregnancy made
her an inappropriate symbol for protest.

Parks: When E.D. Nixon discovered that Colvin was pregnant, that was the
end of that case. The white press would have a field day with that
information. They’d call her a bad girl, and her case wouldn’t have a chance.

Narrator 1 : Colvin’s supposedly violent behavior at the time of her arrest
disqualified her from representing the middle-class notions of womanly
propriety that were so important to proving to the nation that African
Americans were worthy of full citizenship.



*** The Almost Case of Mary Louise Smith ***

Narrator 1 : Mary Louise Smith, an eighteen-year-old African-American
woman, was arrested on a bus in October, 1955.

Parks: Ms. Smith’s prompt payment of the fine is the reason that her case
wasn’t a good one for Mr. Nixon to appeal to a higher court.

Nixon: Smith’s obviously lower-class background also disqualified her as a
suitable symbol for protest. When | went to Ms. Smith’s house, | found her
daddy in front of his shack, barefoot, drunk. Always drunk. [Ms. Robinson
clears her throat] Yes, Ms. Robinson? What does the Women’s Political
Council have to say?

Robinson: Mr. Nixon, Ms. Smith’s shortcomings are irrelevant to the
principles of the case. We should press on with a protest.

Nixon: Ms. Robinson, I know how determined the W-P-C is to launch a
protest, but a protest with Ms. Smith as the focus wouldn’t have a leg to
stand on.

Narrator 2 : [Pause] But the next time was different.

Nixon: That’s right!

Narrator 2 : A well-respected black woman passenger refused to give up

her seat and was arrested. This act led to the Montgomery Bus Boycott and
signaled the start of the Modern Civil Rights Movement.



Narrator 1: The dignified, but demure-looking black woman whose

arrest sparked the boycott, did not intend to stage a one-woman sit-in on a
Montgomery bus. But Rosa Parks’ background and character prepared her to
do just that.

*** Parks’ Preparation ***

Narrator 1 : Rosa Louise McCauley Parks was born in Tuskegee,
Alabama on February 4™, 1913. As a child growing up in Pine Level,
Alabama, she had been taught by her maternal grandfather to never accept
Injustice without protest.

Parks: One of my most lasting and poignant childhood memories was of
sitting up all night with my grandfather as he armed himself to protect his
home and family from the Ku Klux Klan.

Narrator 2 : Parks carried this example of resistance to racism with her
when she moved to Montgomery years later. She attended Alabama State
College, now known as

ALL: Alabama State University

Narrator 2: and made her living as a seamstress.

Narrator 3:In 1943 she joined the local branch of the N-double A-C-P.

Narrator 4 : Parks served as its secretary for 13 years where she worked
closely with branch president, E. D. Nixon.



Narrator 5 : Nixon was likely the most militant African American in
Montgomery. Not only was he president of the local N-double A-C-P; he
was also the head of the local affiliate of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car
Porters. As leader of both groups, Nixon led black Montgomerians in an
attack of various forms of racial inequities.

Narrator 6 : Nixon’s willingness to confront segregation, racial
discrimination and anti-black violence in Montgomery emboldened Parks in
her conviction that blacks should resist unfair treatment.

Narrator 1 : She was also inspired by the words of a young preacher
named Martin Luther King.

*** King’s Inspiration ***

King: You know, my friends, there comes a time when people get tired of
being trampled over by the iron feet of oppression. [Thundering applause]
There comes a time, my friends, when people get tired of being plunged
across the abyss of humiliation — where they experience the bleakness of
nagging despair. (Keep talking) There comes a time. (Yes sir, Teach)
[Applause continues]

We are here this evening because we’re tired now. (Yes) [Applause] And |
want to say, that we are not here advocating violence. (No) | want it to be
known throughout Montgomery and throughout this nation that we are
Christian people. (Yes) [Applause] We believe in the Christian religion. We
believe in the teachings of Jesus. (Well) The only weapon that we have in
our hands this evening is the weapon of protest. (Yes) [Applause]



And we are not wrong, we are not wrong in what we are doing. (Well) If
we are wrong, the Supreme Court of this nation is wrong. (Yes sir)
[Applause] If we are wrong, the Constitution of the United States is wrong.
(Yes) [Applause] If we are wrong, justice is a lie: (Yes) and love has no
meaning. And we are determined here in Montgomery to work, and fight,
until justice runs down like water (Yes) [Applause] and righteousness like a
mighty stream. (Keep talkin’) [Applause]

But | want to tell you this evening that it is not enough for us to talk about
love. Love is one of the pivotal points of the Christian faith. There is
another side called justice. (All right) Justice is love correcting that which
revolts against love. (Well)

As we prepare ourselves for what lies ahead, let us go with a grim and bold
determination that we are going to stick together. [Applause] We are going
to work together. [Applause] Right here in Montgomery, when the history
books are written in the future, (Yes) somebody will have to say, “There
lived a race of people, (Well) a black people, (Yes) a people who had the
moral courage to stand up for their rights. [Applause] And thereby they
injected a new meaning into the veins of history and of civilization.” And
we’re gonna do that. God grant that we will do it before it is too late. (Oh
yeah) [Applause]

[Pause]
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*** Parks’ prior protests ***

Narrator 1 : Rosa Parks and other blacks in the city were disturbed about
separate seating on city buses. Parks’ job as a seamstress at the downtown
Montgomery Fair Store, required that she ride the bus on a regular basis. But
she never accepted segregated conditions imposed upon blacks who rode the
buses.

Narrator 2 : In 1955 forty-two year old Rosa Parks had taken to
protesting segregation in her own quiet way.

Narrator 3 : Rather than ride an elevator designated for “blacks only,” she
would routinely take the stairs.

Narrator 4 : Parks also worked with the Montgomery Voters League. The
Voters League was a group designed to help blacks pass the various tests
that had been set up to make it difficult for them to register as voters.

Narrator 5 : Parks often avoided traveling by bus, preferring to walk home
from work when she was not too tired to do so.

Narrator 3: For these and other similar actions she gained a level of
respect in the black community.

Narrator 1: The law also called for blacks to pay their fare at the front of
the bus but to board the vehicle from the rear. White bus drivers often pulled
from a bus stop before a black passenger could board from the back door.

Narrator 5 : At other times, drivers drove off as blacks boarded the bus,
leaving them caught in the back doorway.
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